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Recently, major political, economic, socio-cultural, and technological develop-
ments in the fields of humanitarianism and of media have resulted in challenges 
and opportunities for both domains and their intersections in particular. Exist-
ing research on the interactions between these fields, however, focuses primar-
ily on contemporary cases and considers these challenges and opportunities, 
partly due to these recent developments, often too quickly as completely new. 
A historical perspective that acknowledges precedents and continuities is thus 
often missing. Responding to this academic gap, editor Johannes Paulmann 
investigates in the interdisciplinary volume Humanitarianism & media: 1900 to 
the present if and how humanitarian imagery can be situated within the broader, 
intertwined history of humanitarianism and media, and this from a text, produc-
tion and institutional perspective.
The book demonstrates to be a highly relevant and wide-ranging contribution 
to the literature and debate on this theme. Drawing on different types of empirical 
research and theoretical strands of research, various historians, anthropologists, 
and media and communication scholars offer relevant insights into cases dating 
from the 19th to the 21st century. Paulmann essentially argues that it is important 
to examine media in a multidimensional (and not only textual) manner and to 
contextualize and historicize the interwoven relationship between humanitarian-
ism and media. By doing so, he and the other contributors question and nuance 
assumptions about established key theories and concepts such as ‘compassion 
fatigue’, ‘mediatization’, ‘denial’, and ‘ironic spectatorship’, and investigate if 
and how humanitarian imagery and humanitarian and media organizations and 
systems are part of wider ideological and power relations.
Looking closer, the edited volume consists of an introductory chapter and 
twelve empirical case studies. As the latter are thematically, geographically, and 
temporally quite diverse, the book initially seems to be somewhat fragmentary. 
However, several intra-chapter references and structuring common threads such 
as patterns, professionalization, and the (non-)political character of humanitar-
ian imagery, the politics of aid and media, and the mediatization and mediation 
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of humanitarianism ensure the work’s coherence. The first part, “Humanitarian 
imagery”, contains the first six case studies and explores mediated representa-
tions of suffering and related cultural, social, and political notions. Taken 
together, the studies scrutinize the dominant idea that humanitarian imagery 
primarily focuses on physical and emotional suffering, and identify various alter-
native and complementary representations. Chapter 1 studies the representation 
of children in Christian imagery in the late 19th and early 20th century. Similarly, 
chapter 2 investigates humanitarian photography of children during the Spanish 
Civil War. Chapter 3 examines the motivations behind the post-war film produc-
tion of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). In line therewith, 
chapter  4 reconstructs ‘dehumanizing’ and ‘anti-Semitic’ films about liberated 
concentration camps. Chapter 5 scrutinizes British photographs of post-1945 
defeated Germany. Similarly, chapter  6 analyzes the visual representation of 
humanity in a post-war photo exhibition.
Part two, “Humanitarian media regimes”, comprises the last six case studies 
and looks at the production and institutional context of humanitarian imagery. 
Chapter 7 investigates legitimacy conflicts of international fundraising campaigns 
in post-war USA. Chapter 8 explores advocacy strategies of Western humanitar-
ian organizations in the second half of the 20th century, while chapter 9 studies 
the communication activities of two Palestinian humanitarian agencies during 
the 1970s. Chapter 10 addresses humanitarian milestones that have profoundly 
changed media relations and focuses on the notion of mediatization. Building 
on this, chapter 11 documents how two British NGOs, both critical of mediatiza-
tion, responded to the simplistic media coverage of the Ethiopian famine. Finally, 
chapter 12 investigates the contemporary public reception of television telethons 
in Greece.
While the book is very valuable, some issues should be noted. First, the 
overarching series of this volume aims to present “pioneering new work by 
leading German historians on a range of topics concerning the history of Modern 
Germany and Europe” (p. II). While this goal is very relevant – especially for the 
European field of communication research, it is nevertheless unfortunate that 
the work is rather limited in its scope and authorship. When internationalizing 
both, new complementary cases, perspectives, and insights could have been 
used to contextualize the current case studies. Second, while the spotlight on the 
role that media play for humanitarianism is very relevant and may be necessary 
due to limited space and the importance of maintaining a focus, it would have 
been very interesting to look more broadly at whether and how humanitarianism 
historically played a role for media and if and how this relates to current inter-
plays. In doing so, again a broader, more contextualized picture would have been 
drawn. Further, some production and institution-oriented studies could also 
Book review   3
have focused, in line with the text research, on the 19th century. Finally, while 
acknowledging existing differences in research approaches of social sciences and 
humanities, some contributors could also have been more transparent about key 
methodological research decisions (e.  g., research and analysis method, dataset, 
research period, …).
Nevertheless, Humanitarianism & media proves to be a very insightful, 
well-written, and interesting book, which is recommendable to students and 
researchers involved in history and media and communication sciences in 
general, and the fields of humanitarianism, advocacy, journalism, and their 
intersections in particular. While the work does not really offer any completely 
new theories or concepts, it questions existing ones and lays an inspiring foun-
dation for more in-depth, structural and critical historical research on the theme. 
These future studies should preferably also include the positions, receptions and 
influence of, and interactions with, other relevant actors within the field (e.  g., 
policy makers, donors, audiences, recipients, …). Apart from having a consider-
able scientific importance, such research could also be very socially relevant, as 
Paulmann eloquently states: “[it] may perhaps help to challenge some of [the] 
asymmetries [of access and power within the humanitarian-media relationship] 
and strengthen those who advocate a new cosmopolitan consciousness recog-
nizing the dignity and rights of others” (p. 24). This book is certainly one of the 
important first steps in that direction.
